Sunday, July 12, 2009 – Missionaries Michael & Marie Currier, guests
Forming prayers by our God-inspired imagination
Ephesians 3:20-21; 4:1-6 (NIV)
20 Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us,

Ephesians 3:20 NIV

-----------
-----------
In our study in the book or letter of Ephesians, we come to a concluding remark, a bit surprisingly, in the middle of the book. Well, it may not be that surprising when we see the book as a whole as containing two fairly distinct parts. In the first half, Paul is highlighting the calling of the church by our glorious and most powerful God. The second half highlights the conduct of the church accomplished by the power of God at work within God’s people.
Another way of summarizing the entire letter is this: God says in chapters 1–3, “I have made you a saint.” In chapters 4–6, He says, “Now, live a saintly life.”
 

So, to mark the transition from the first half to the second half, Paul offers a prayer that responds to the superlative grace and mercy of God that has been poured out from His unlimited stockpile of riches on humanity.
Our text includes parts of both halves. It starts with the benediction of one of Paul’s most powerful prayers and moves to Paul exhorting us as believers to live out who we are now in Christ.
But, before we get to our text for today, we need to back up to reread the prayer to which Paul adds his benediction.

Please stand if you are able for the reading of God’s word from Ephesians 3, beginning at verse 14.

Ephesians 3:14-19 (NIV)
14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom His whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 
Ephesians 3:20-21; 4:1-6 (NIV)
20 Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us, 21 to Him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 
1 As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. 2 Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 3 Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4 There is one body and one Spirit— just as you were called to one hope when you were called— 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. 
May God bless His word as we have heard it read. You may be seated.
Paul prays for the people of Ephesus that they would be strengthened with power through the Holy Spirit. The purpose of that strengthening is that Christ would dwell within the hearts of these people. Additionally, this strengthening is intended to make it possible for believers in Christ to comprehend and apprehend the love of Christ in all His fullness.
Basically, Paul is asking that we be filled with Jesus and experience Jesus.
So, would you take a brief moment to pray that for some people you know – family members, neighbors, friends, whomever the Lord places on your heart. Pray: “Father, please fill to the brim my son, Stephen, with Jesus and may he experience Jesus today.”

Pray this now for people you know and even for yourself.

[prayer]

Now we come to the benediction to Paul’s prayer. It is one glorious statement of the character and heart of God.
20 Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us, 21 to Him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 
What do we learn about God from this benediction?
God is powerful. “God is able to do super-abundantly above and beyond what we ask or think, and then some on top of that.” 
 

What an invitation to pray! Isn’t this incredible? God wants us asking for His will to be done in our lives. God wants us imagining what life would look like if His power was fully employed in our lives. Are we asking of God in this manner? Are we imagining the future of our own lives where Christ is Lord of them?
This benediction is an invitation to us to ask of God and think about what God wants to do in this world.

Why does God want us asking Him to do things for us? Why does God want us imagining what He could and will do for us?

Because He wants His glory to radiate through us to all those around us. He wants us to be displays of His glory.
This is our calling, our vocation: to be a home for God’s Spirit individually and collectively as His church. Because that’s our calling, - and Paul has done an excellent job in the first three chapters to help us understand that calling and who is doing the calling – our calling is to be displays of God’s glory. And, because of that, Paul now urges us to have conduct that matches our calling.
Five behaviors are immediately listed that display the glory of God. Humility, gentleness, patience, forbearance and maintaining the unity of the Spirit. Paul says that if these behaviors are being expressed through our lives, they will be a match to the calling we have received.

When do we need humility? Is it not at that moment when we begin to think that our successes have come solely because of our own efforts? The running back who carries the ball past several opponents on the other side of the line of scrimmage may begin to think he did it all on his own. When that happens a bit too frequently, the linemen and the other blockers who created the gaps for him to run through decide to teach him a lesson in humility. The next play they let the opposing linemen have at him.
Humility displays God’s glory because it is in humility that we acknowledge what God has done for us.

Gentleness displays God’s glory because it says that we treat other people with the same grace and mercy that God treats us. Gentleness is so related to humility because it is founded on our remembering what God has done for us both circumstantially and relationally.
Patience displays God’s glory because it is a testimony of our trust in a sovereign God. Is God really in charge of our lives, even our circumstances? If so, God will give us the wisdom to know when to rest in Him regarding a circumstance.

And, forbearance. The ability to bear with someone else. It’s patience applied to our relationships. It’s partnering with God in the work He is doing in a person’s life. Just think how much God must bear in the process of our growing up. Can we show some of that towards others? If we do, we will be displaying the glory of God.
And fifthly, maintaining the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. Clearly this is a relational behavior in the context of God’s people. When the church is conducting itself in this manner, it is one of the most powerful ways to display the glory of God. When the church fails in this regard, it is one of the greatest displays of disrespect towards God that we can show.

Paul has spoken much about God’s intentions for God’s people, how He is building us together to be a holy temple in which God lives by His Spirit. 

So, after dwelling on these verses, I found myself asking the question, why should we conform our lives to the will and desire of the God of Jesus Christ? Why should be interrupt our personal plans and goals and ambitions in order to give ourselves first and foremost to inviting Jesus Christ to shape us into what He wants and desires?
So, I went back to the beginning of Ephesians chapter 1 with that question. Here then are some answers to the question: Why should we conform our lives to the will and desire of the God of Jesus Christ?

1. Ephesians 1:1 (NIV)
1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, . . .
Because Paul is our example. He was an apostle by the will of God. Look at the impact the will of God had on Paul’s life. He didn’t complain about it. In fact, he expressed exceeding gratitude to be considered worthy of being given the responsibility. He felt overwhelmingly blessed to live by the will of God.
2. Ephesians 1:3 (NIV) 

3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 
Because it is in relationship with Jesus Christ that we receive the fullest of God’s spiritual blessings. 

3. Ephesians 1:4-5 (NIV)

4 For He chose us in Him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in His sight. In love 5 He predestined us to be adopted as His sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with His pleasure and will— 
God has a rightful claim on us because: a. He chose us before the foundation of the world and b. He adopted us through Christ out of the pleasure of His will.
4. Ephesians 1:6, 12, 14 (NIV) 

6 to the praise of His glorious grace, which He has freely given us in the One He loves. 
12 in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of His glory. 
14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of His glory. 
For His glory. This is why we should conform our lives to the will and desire of the God of Jesus Christ – that we would be displays of God’s glory.

5. Ephesians 1:7 (NIV) 

7 In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace 
We are indebted to God for our freedom from bondage to sin and its consequences.
6. Ephesians 1:10 (NIV)
10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 
So that we will be part of the great reunion in heaven when God gathers together into one all things in Christ.
7. Ephesians 1:11 (NIV)

11 In Him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of Him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of His will, 
Because we were created to fulfill God’s purposes.
8. Ephesians 1:17-18 (NIV)

17 I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know Him better. 18 I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which He has called you, the riches of His glorious inheritance in the saints, 
Because this is our calling. We have no other higher calling. God’s call began before the world began and stays intact until its full completion takes place in heaven.
9. Ephesians 1:19-21 (NIV)

19 and His incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of His mighty strength, 20 which He exerted in Christ when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 
Because God has invested everything in His Son Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is seated with the Father far above all principalities and power, might and dominion and above every name that is named.

We would be crazy to not conform our lives to the will and desire of the God of Jesus Christ. Who do we think we are to choose otherwise?

10. Ephesians 2:1-3 (NIV)

1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 
Why should we conform our lives to the will and desire of the God of Jesus Christ?

Because God made us alive in Christ after being dead in sin, under the clutches of Satan and living in disobedience doing our own thing in disregard to the will and desire of God.
Conforming our lives to the will and desire of God is a sign of maturity. This is an example of maturity: When we make the transition from responding only to direct commands to obeying the desires of our Lord. 
When children transition from only doing what they are directly asked to do to reading the desire of their parents and doing those things that satisfy their desires, that is when that child has stepped forward into maturity. 

It seems to me, that is where we want to get ourselves in our relationship with Christ. Not just doing enough to be able to say, “we did what we were told.” But, to live to please our Lord and do His desires.
When we truly stop to consider how immeasurably kind and gracious our Lord has been to us, how can we not respond to Him in love and worship? Why would we not want to conform our lives to His will and desire?
20 Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power that is at work within us, 21 to Him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 
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